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ABSTRACT

Introduction: In recent years, participation in football match prediction platforms has emerged as a pervasive
phenomenon among Iranian football fans, blurring the line between recreational entertainment and high-risk
financial behaviors. This study aimed to explore the lived experience of participation and continued
engagement in these platforms.

Methods: , this research employed a descriptive phenomenological approach grounded in Colaizzi’s method.
Participants consisted of 17 active and experienced users of football prediction platforms in Iran, selected
purposively based on the criterion of conceptual saturation.

Results: Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews and analyzed following Colaizzi’s
seven-step framework, yielding 234 initial significant statements. The trustworthiness of the study was
established using Lincoln and Guba’s four-dimension criteria (credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability), and inter-coder reliability was confirmed via Holsti’s coefficient (0.86).

Conclusion: The analysis of participants’ lived experiences revealed two main core categories: Internal
Contexts of Participation (emotional motives, competitive thrill, and perceived football expertise) and
External Contexts (technological affordances of platforms, social media influences, and advertising). These
dimensions interact synergistically to initiate and perpetuate ongoing participation. The findings indicate that
the participation experience transcends a mere economic transaction, operating as a symbolic and identity-
defining practice within football fan culture. Consequently, it is imperative to distinguish recreational, non-
monetary platforms from gambling-like activities and to establish robust governance and support frameworks
to mitigate potential financial and psychological harms.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

The digital era and the widespread proliferation of
mobile communication technologies have
fundamentally transformed the sports fan ecosystem,
transitioning passive sports spectatorship into dynamic,
interactive, and participatory consumer behaviors.
Among these evolving digital phenomena, football
match prediction applications and web platforms have
witnessed exponential growth across lIran. These
platforms occupy an intricate and sensitive intersection
between harmless digital entertainment, fan identity
engagement, and potentially high-risk monetary
activities. While digital prediction mechanisms enhance
fan excitement, engagement, and analytical immersion,
international and national scholarly evidence
increasingly warns against their structural convergence
with speculative gambling behaviors, addiction risks,
and psychological or economic vulnerabilities. Despite
macro-level inquiries into digital betting and financial
misconduct, qualitative research capturing the nuanced
phenomenological reality of participants remains scarce
within the Iranian sociocultural landscape. Most
existing literature predominantly approaches the subject
from purely legal, theological, or quantitative behavioral
standpoints, leaving the deep subjective meanings, lived
motives, transitions, and cognitive rationalizations of
active users unexplored. Understanding how users
navigate these platforms, how they perceive the
boundaries between recreational gaming and monetary
risk, and what personal or environmental drivers sustain
their long-term involvement is critical. Consequently,
this study aimed to deeply explore and uncover the lived
experiences of Iranian users participating in football
match  prediction  programs, elucidating  the
multidimensional phenomenon from initial initiation to
sustained engagement.

Methods

This investigation was conducted utilizing an applied,
qualitative research design grounded in descriptive
phenomenology, following the rigorous seven-step
methodological framework proposed by Colaizzi
(1978). The research participants comprised 17 active,
experienced Iranian football prediction platform users
who were selected through purposive and snowball
sampling strategies. Theoretical and conceptual data
saturation was achieved at the 14th interview; however,
three supplementary interviews were conducted to
ensure comprehensive thematic exhaustiveness. Data
collection was carried out through in-depth, semi-
structured  phenomenological interviews, lasting
between 45 and 90 minutes. The interview protocol
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focused on wusers’ lived trajectories, initial entry
catalysts, emotional and cognitive processing during
winning and losing cycles, perceived self-efficacy
versus luck, platform engagement dynamics, and the
broader social and cultural implications of their
participation. The analytical process adhered strictly to
Colaizzi’s systematic steps: (1) transcribing all verbal
protocols and familiarizing through repeated reading,
(2) extracting significant statements directly reflecting
the phenomenon, (3) formulating meanings for each
significant statement, (4) clustering formulated
meanings into distinct sub-themes and overarching
themes, (5) integrating all findings into an exhaustive
description of the lived experience, (6) formulating the
fundamental structural description of the phenomenon,
and (7) returning the final structural synthesis to the
participants for communicative respondent validation.
Data trustworthiness was established following Lincoln
and Guba’s four evaluative criteria: credibility
(prolonged engagement, member checking, and external
peer debriefing), transferability (rich thick description
of the context and participant profiles), dependability
(maintaining a comprehensive audit trail), and
confirmability (independent dual-coding by two
researchers yielding an inter-coder agreement Holsti
coefficient of 0.86, with discrepancies resolved through
a third expert investigator).

Results

The qualitative analysis of the interview transcripts,
comprising 234 significant statements, led to the
categorization of 25 sub-themes into two overarching
core themes: Internal Contexts of Participation and
External Contexts of Participation.

The Internal Contexts theme illustrates that participants
are driven by a complex interplay of personal attitudes,
fan identity, and cognitive rationalizations. Users often
describe their engagement as a blend of passion for
football and a sense of intellectual challenge, where they
seek to validate their tactical football knowledge against
actual match outcomes. This experience is frequently
accompanied by an illusion of control, where users
believe their analytical skills can outweigh chance.
Furthermore, the findings reveal the deep emotional
oscillation participants undergo during winning and
losing cycles. While initial participation is often rooted
in recreational enjoyment, the presence of monetary
incentives—ranging from small rewards to the hope of
supplementary income—amplifies these experiences,
sometimes leading to compulsive behaviors such as
“loss-chasing,” where users increase their participation
intensity to compensate for previous financial losses.
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The External Contexts theme highlights the structural
and environmental factors that facilitate and sustain user
engagement. Participants emphasized the role of
sophisticated, gamified user interface designs that make
the prediction process seamless, intuitive, and highly
engaging. Beyond the digital architecture, broader
societal factors play a crucial role; promotional
campaigns, celebrity endorsements, and the influence of
peer networks on social media platforms serve as
powerful catalysts for initial entry. The interplay
between prevailing socio-economic pressures in the
external environment and the perceived ease of digital
financial gateways creates a compelling framework that
embeds prediction activities into the daily routine of
sports consumers, transforming what might begin as
casual fan interaction into a sustained, and at times, risky
behavior.

Conclusion

The findings reveal that participation in football match
prediction programs in Iran is a highly multifaceted
socio-psychological phenomenon rather than a simple
recreational activity or isolated financial transaction. It
operates at the intersection of deep-seated sports
fandom, gamified digital design, cognitive biases, and
macro-level socio-economic realities. The lived
experiences demonstrate that users often initiate
participation driven by recreational enjoyment,
intellectual challenge, and social identity affirmation;
however, the presence of monetary incentives and
speculative platform mechanics can subtly transform
intrinsic  passion into compulsive engagement,
heightened risk tolerance, and severe loss-chasing
cycles. These qualitative insights underscore an urgent
need for multi-stakeholder governance. Regulatory
bodies and digital sport managers must clearly
demarcate non-monetary, gamified fan engagement
apps from high-risk wagering systems. Implementing
transparent algorithmic oversight, consumer protection
safeguards, and targeted digital media literacy initiatives
will be essential to mitigating potential psychological
and economic harms while preserving constructive
sports fandom.
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